Death By Obsolescence 


h Societies 


Literary Societies 


The First (and for many years) the Only Student Organizations 


The Beginning 


The West Virginia Conference Seminary opened on September 3, 1890. 


The very next week, on September 11, 1890, the Literary Societies were 
formed. 


Thomas W. Haught tells us that President Hutchinson and the faculty, “took the 
roster of students and divided it into two lists, equal in number, assigning all 
students to one or the other. There were practically no requests made by students 
for permission to change from one group to the other, and both groups at once 
set about organizing by adopting names, constitutions, and electing officers.” 


e Chrestomathean (from the Greek) A useful selection of literary passages 
for those with the desire for learning 


e Excelsior (from the Latin) Higher, Always Upward 
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tory of a few years before it was accorded recognition 
in the catalog of 1910. 

The names of at least three young women, who were 
active in this group and who went into the missionary 
field for a while, come now to mind, These are Sadie 
Rexrode, Africa (deceased); Georgia Westfall, India 
(Mrs. E. O. McNulty); Donna Dorsey, Japan. These 
are mentioned as evidence that the organization had con- 
siderable vitality. At least one foreign student to grad- 
uate from Wesleyan attributed his choice of this College 
to his contact with one of these workers in his homeland. 


THE CHRESTOMATHEAN AND THE EXCELSIOR 
LITERARY SOCIETIES 


In the data secured from Dr. Hutchinson on the early 
organization of the Seminary he says of the literary 
societies : 

An important feature in the life of the Seminary during the first 
years was the work of the Literary Societies, which were organized 
soon after the opening of the first term, There were two fair sized 
rooms in the building which had been especially designed for lit- 
erary societies, with alcove and raised platform. 

The faculty took the roster of students and divided it Into two 
liats, equal in number, assigning all students to one or the other. 
There were practically no requests made by students for permission 
to change from one group to the other, and both groups at once set 
about organizing by adopting namea, constitutions, and electing offi- 
cers. 

These societies were the Chrestomathean and the Excelsior. ‘There 
was a healthy rivalry between them from the first — a rivalry that 
became so keen some years later, that it was thought best to abolish 
the practice of holding an annual contest. 

The societies were highly appreciated by the students, and did good 
work in debate, essay, and oration, Both societies, within two or 
three years, had furnished and equipped their rooms with carpets, 
chairs, tables, pianos, et cetera, purchased with funds which they had 
ralsed for these purposes, 

There were no Greek-letter fraternities, and the old-fashioned lit- 
crary societies were, at this period, still a prominent feature of college 
life. These societies continued to be popular with the students for 
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twenty years or more, and exerted a strong and fine influence in 
the school. 


With respect to a relationship existing between the de- 
cadence of the literary society with voluntary member- 
ship and the organiation of Greek-letter fraternities 
there is, perhaps, little doubt. But, how largely the fra- 
ternity was responsible for the waning of the work of the 
literary society is still an open question. When the writer 
was a student in the West Virginia University, fraterni- 
ties had been organized, and the waning of interest in the 
literary societies, the “Columbian” and the “Parthenon,” 
had already set in. 

At Wesleyan College, while an occasional social group 
had been organized clandestinely and surreptitiously, 
fraternities were not authorized before the year 1925. 
Yet, for ten years before that date, the literary societies 
had been but little more than names and lingering mem- 
ories; they were not doing enough serious work to justify 
their continued existence and, for all practical purposes, 
they were extinct. 

Very early in the history of the organized work of the 
school, during the period of the spirited contests men- 
tioned by Dr. Hutchinson, some of those designated by 
their societies to participate in the contests would seek 
the services of a trained teacher to develop in them a plat- 
form presence and manner, and to coach them in de- 
livering their messages in a forceful and convincing 
way. Closely following this beginning, the school added 
to its offerings the opportunity for students to take 
training in the practice and art of speaking, but with- 
out giving credit for it in the liberal arts or science 
courses. A little later still, the work in this field was 
held in such esteem that not only was credit given for it, 
but a stipulated amount of it was required for gradu- 
ation in nearly all courses. 


Read more about these early days in Thomas Haught’s book, pages 168 and 169 
https://archive.org/details/westvirginiaweslOOhaug/page/168/mode/2up 


Society A and Society B became Chrestomathean and Excelsior. 


Each Had a Hall 
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Intellectual - Forensic - Aesthetic - Social Focus of the School 


In the Seminary Building, each of these societies had a Hall, which they 
decorated elegantly, and which included a raised platform and a piano. In the 
same manner as societies at Oxford and Cambridge, the societies at the West 
Virginia Conference Seminary were places where intellectual issues of the day 
would be discussed and debated and where cultural activities would thrive. 


Weekly Programs Were the Foundation 


Declamation - memorizing and reciting for an audience 
Interpretation - generally of great works of literature 
Oration - formal speeches (generally of praise or blame) 


Debates - formal discussion of important questions (social, political, moral, 
philosophical, religious, humor) where both sides of the argument are given 


Musical performances were included, and dramas were performed in later years. 


THE CHRES1T0O5 IN SESSION. 
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Photo from 1912 Murmurmontis 
You may be wondering what kinds of intellectual issues were discussed. Here 
are some examples from 1891: 


March 27, 1891 That the right of suffrage shall be extended to women. 


April 10,1891 That the Railroads and Telegraph lines should be owned by 
the government. 


April 17, 1891 That the Steam Engine is more beneficial to mankind than the 
Printing Press. 


May 1, 1891 That the Pulpit wields a greater influence for good than the 
Printing Press. (It would appear that the negative argument prevailed here.) 


May 7, 1891 That the Negroes have a greater right to complain of ill 
treatment at the hands of the U.S. than the Indians. (It would also appear that the 
negative argument prevailed in this one.) 


1890-1910 


For the first 20 years or so the school maintained a very strict environment for 
the students. Strict religious and social rules prevailed: 


e No Dancing, No Smoking, No Plays, No Dating 


Therefore, these meetings were the only forms of co-educational social contact 


beyond the classroom and the chapel services. Boys and girls took great pride in 
displaying their intellectual and oratorical skills to impress each other. 


EXCELSION Starrs macanor 


Murmurmontis 1908 


They spent a lot of time together- at meetings, and preparing programs and 
debates. In many cases romances flourished. Here are a couple of examples of 
couples who met in the Chrestomathean Literary Society, and who were later 
married for many years. 


Romances Often Flourished 


Gazelle and Edward Boetticher Charles and Ireta Jones 


Edward Boetticher became a Methodist pastor after his graduation in 1926, and 
served as a Trustee of the College from 1949-1965. Here is a related story about 
Edward and Gazelle: In the Footsteps of Giants. 


Charles Aubrey Jones, Seminary Class of 1904, is well known to modern-day 
Wesleyan as the person who donated our large and valuable collection of 
materials about Abraham Lincoln. He was also the editor of the very first 
Murmurmontis (yearbook) and stayed in close contact with the school 
throughout his life. I had the honor to meet with Charles and Ireta’s daughter, 
Betty, when she was in her 90s. She told wonderful stories of Mama and Daddy 
and the love they had for Wesleyan and for each other. 


https://dreamersandgiants.com/bio-boetticher-edward-louis/ 


https://dreamersandgiants.com/charles_aubrey_jones/ 


Leadership Opportunities 


The officers of these groups wielded a lot of power,and had many opportunities 
to grow in their leadership skills. They planned and presided over the weekly 
programs and the meetings. Officers changed each term: 


For this particular year these were the dates: 


e Fall Officers (September 3, 1902 through November 11, 1902) 
e Winter Officers (November 12, 1902 through March 1, 1903) 
e Spring Officers (March 6, 1903 through June 4, 1903) 


Many of these leaders became leaders of the school in later years by serving on 
the Board of Trustees or on the Faculty. Or even President of the College! Here 
are a few names that may be familiar. 


Some Names You Might Know..... 


Chrestomathean Excelsior 


Ora Douglas (Curry) (Librarian 1927-1948) Claude Earl Goodwin (Trustee 1919-1935) 
Thomas W. Haught Edna Jenkins (Trustee 1943-1956) 
Charles Aubrey Jones Roy McCuskey (President 1931-1941) 
Oda Earle Karickhoff (Faculty 1919-1946) J.Roy Price (Trustee 1949-1973) 

Clyde Otis Law (Trustee 1919-1956) Leta Snodgrass (Faculty 1913-1949) 

lreta Lowe Frank Meredith Thompson 

Cebe Ross Arthur V.G. Upton (Trustee 1932-1955) 


Harry Adam Stansbury Jacob Elbert Wells (Trustee 1915-1948) 


After 1910 


There were an increasing number of students at the school, making the groups 
much more difficult to maintain. The first year the school was open, there were 
a total of 201 students. By 1910, there were 408 on the roster. 


There were also increased opportunities for socializing, more specialized groups 
for students to join, and greater social freedom. 


Athletics were on the rise following the building of the Gymnasium, and 
students would often have to miss meetings for practices or games. There was 
the Athletic Association, and teams: Football, Baseball, Track, Basketball, Girls 
Basketball. 


Christian youth organizations, such as the Y.M.C.A and the Y.W.C.A. were 
gaining in popularity both here and in the region, and the school also had a 
Homiletic Club. 


Choirs and eventually bands began to appear. 


There was even a Co-Ed German Conversation Club by 1912! 


Debating Societies were formed, and Intercollegiate Debating was gaining 
popularity throughout the country. On the Wesleyan campus were two: The 
Wesleyan Debating Club and The Webster Debating Club. 


Sororities and Fraternities started forming at Wesleyan in the early 1920s. 


And the Pharos and Murmurmontis staffs were both Co-Ed. 


In other words, Student Organizations were specializing. Debate, oration, 
music, drama, and social interaction were being done in new ways. Many of 


these things became part of the curriculum of the school as well. 


Death By Obsolescence 


“Everything the literary societies did is still being done. It is done differently and by 
different groups, but it all started with two groups of students in a brand new 
college in 1890. Chrestomathean and Excelsior are as old as Wesleyan itself - 
and just as fondly remembered by many.” (William C. Seifrit, 1961) 


Seifrit, W.C. (1961). The Meaning of *Chrestomathean and Excelsior, (Part 
1).” Sundial (April), pp. 4-8. 


Seifrit, W.C. (1961). The Meaning of *Chrestomathean and Excelsior, (Part 
2).” Sundial (Tune), pp.4-7. 


W. SEIFRIT 


In a two part series of articles for the Sundial in 1961, William C. Serfrit 
(Assistant Professor of Speech 1959-1964) described the history of the Literary 
Societies from their beginnings up through the 1920s. Please click in the 
description to read these wonderful articles: 


The Meaning of - “Chrestomathean and Excelsior” (Part 1) pages 4-8 


The Meaning of - “Chrestomathean and Excelsior” (Part 2) pages 4-7 


From 1915 Murmurmontis 


